DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 277 789 UD 025 272

AUTHOR Jones, James M.

TITLE Being Black in America: The Politics of
Personality.

PUBE DATE Aug 86

NOTE ' 29p.; Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the

American Psychological Association (94th, Washington,
DC, August 22-26, 1986).

PUB TYPE Viewpoints (120) -- Information Analyses (070) --
Speeches/Conference Papers (150)

EDRS PRICE MF01/PC02 Plus Postage.

DESCRIPTORS Black Culture; *Blacks; *Personality Theories;
*Politics; Psychology; *Racial Bias; *Racial
Identification; Research Needs; Self Concept; Social
Integration; Socialization

IDENTIFIERS *Black Psychology

ABSTRACT

This paper reconsiders some of the ways in which
black American psychology has been theorized and researched, and
propeses some alteraative models. Black persanal1ty is in part an
adaptation to the political contours of racism, the cumulative
representation of the effects of racism over four centuries. However,
the only systematic statements of black personality present it as a
deb;l:tatlng, self-defeating reaction to difficult circumstances.
Being black in America often leads to a bifurcation of self, a split
between an African heritage which bestows degradation and 1nsult and
an American heritage which seems to offer promise and nppnrtun1ty.
Psychologists should devote more research time to the political
construction of the psychological conflict endemic in being a black
American. The remainder of this paper surveys research on black
personality and outlines ways to view the intersection of racism and
black personality. Four dynamics of personality organization which
impart structure and guide behavior of blacks are identified: (1)
individual versus group identity; (2) trust versus mistrust; (3)
personal accountability versus contextual blame; and (4) minority and

majority. (KH)

* Repradu:t;gns SHPP;IEd by EDRS are the best that can be made *

* from the original document. *
****************i*t*****t************t***t*****************************




ED277789

(0 045 272

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

~BEING BLACK IN AMERICA:
THE POLITICS OF PERSONALITY!

James M. Jones

University of Delaware

“PERMISSION TO REFPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

Taumes - Sones

iU.5. DEFARTMENT OF EDUCATIOHN
Oflice of E ional Aesaarch and impravement
EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION
CENTER (ERIC)
Eﬁ documant haz been reproduced as

Univ. of Delawere
—\J

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES

1

?fESEﬁE

= — ———_  INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC).”

Invited Address, Divisicn 8,

scaived from the person of organizatian
originating it
O Minor changes have been made 1o imprave
reproduction guality.

# Points af view or opinions statedin thisdeeu

QERI position or pohcy.

American Psychological Association.

ed at the 94th Annual Meeting of APA, Washington, DC. August 22, 1984.

BEST COPY AVAILABLE



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

INTRODUCTION

When I was asked to give a talk for Division 8, it was suggested that [ talk
about racial! issues and if possible, consider some aspect of personality., 1

have been writing for some time now on the question of race and racism

z

(Jones, 19725 19833 1986a;b); draw wing distinctions between race and

ethnicity; and their defining characteristics color and culture. I have n t

U

of personality, but the relation of culture
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may be seen as a simple and somewhat obvious relationshi ip-—-ef the
personality formation and expression of Black Americans and the legacy of

racism.

Put simply, Black personality is in part an adaptation to the political

contours of racism. The ernflict between the freedoms and rights of United

States citizens 1is juxtaposed to the denial of freedom and rights that is
the history of the Black presence in this countr TYs If we view personality
as the resultant of coping patterns and cialization directives, then Black

personality is, in part,; the cumulative representation of the effects of

es. It reflects over time, the effects of the form

w.

racism over four centur
and structure racism takes, and comes to signal the nature of race relations

at any point in time.

resent it as a

sl

However, the only systematic statements of Black personality
debilitating self-defeating reaction to at best difficult circumstances.

While this may to some degree apply, it in no way can account for the
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and accomplishment of Black Americans against perpetually disadvantageous
odds. I will today discuss with you, ways in which we may move beyond this

conception towards a view that offers a perspective that fits the reality-

a fundamental aspect of

(11

I will not deal with the content of personalit, . =
my view is tha£ personality is a consequence of adaptation. In the absence
of thorough fine-grained analysis of the environmental exigencies to which
Black personality adapts, it wiuld be premature to focus on that cantent.

uch as we have in psychology focused on the content of Black personmality,

()]

it has been from a single-minded perspective that assumes (1) the only

impact of racism is debilitating and negative; and (2) the model content of
personality is that which sustains an individualistic, materialistic,
quantitative, and future-oriented behavioral style. A thorough response to
the ideas contained in this paper will hopefully help chart a theoretical

and empirical course that will illuminate such issues with greater clarity

and relevance to the real experiences and capabilities of Black Americans.

The presence in the United States of persons of African descent has beer a
constant source of conflict from the time the first African set foot in
Virginia. This conflict has produced behaviors at various times violent,
heroic, inspired, pathetic and disgraceful. While the racial conflicts have
continued in various forms for nearly four centuries, the problematic has
been more frequently caste in simple political terms. The Constitution that

governs this Republic set forth the definition that these Africans were to

be counted as three-fifths the man for purpsoss

wealth, While at the same time, the

™
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the inalienable ~ gni. ot o ihe political practice and philesophy that
governed this Ns o = joverns it now,; is confused; ambiguous, and
we might say = ' zc .t - <hen it comes to understanding the American of

African descent.

The Eminent Swedish Sociologist, Gunnar Myrdal understood this fundamental

of

5

problem as An American Dilemma (1944). He described the manifestatio

that problem as the Negro Problem, in these terms:

“There is a Negro problem in the United States...The VETry
presence of the Negro in America; his fate in this country
through slavery; Civil War and Reconstruction; his recent
career and his present statusj his accommodation; his protest
and his aspirations in fact his entire biological, historical
and social existence as a participant American represent...an
anomaly in the structure of American society.”"(p. 1xix,)

1]

While this reflection of America’s ambivalence and ambiguity on Black

Americans has laid heavy on the Nation for four centuries, the EXPERIENCE of
this ambivalence by persons of African descent has not always been properly

understood. The expression of that experience is given as long ago as 1903

f

\‘“‘“

in clear, compelling-and commanding terms by W.E.B. DuBeois in his Soul

Black Folks, when he states:

"After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the
Teuton and Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, barn
with a wveil, and gifted with second-sight in this American
worlds==a world which yields him no +true self-consciousness,
but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the
other world. It is a peculiar sensation,; this double-
consciousness: this sense of always looking at one’s self
through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the
tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity.
One ever feels his twoness,--an American, a Negroj two warring
ideals in one dark bedys who ose dogged strength alone keeps it

U1 0
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from being torn asunder.

The history of the American Negro is the histery of this
strife,--this 1longing to attain self-conscious marhoud, to
merge his double self inte a better and truer self, In this
merging, he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost. He
would not Africanize America, for America has too much to
teach the world and Africa. He would not bleach his Negro
soul in a flood of white Americanism; for he knows that Negro
blood has a message for the world. He simply wishes tonake
it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American,
without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without
having the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his fice.'
{p. 214-215)

The political struggle, thens; is double-edged. While the Natimn struggles
with its dilemmaj embracing the concept of eguality while gpracticing of
racismj; Black Americans struggle with their duality; an African heritage
which bestows degradation and insult, and an American heritage which seems

to offer promise and opportunity.

As a result, being Black in America often leads to a Bifurcation of self.
As DuBois noted, there is a twoness which itself, as with the Nation in
which it lives, creates political turmoil, conflict and compranise. "Are
you a Black Man or an American?” Marvin Kalb queried Jesse Jackon on Meet

the Press during his presidential campaign in 1984. Kalb demanded the two

[m |

were mutually exclusive states of being, Jackson rejected thepremise in

thi

(1]
My
[

defense of his person. The interchange went 1ik

Kalb: The question..[is]..are you a Black man who happens to
be an American r ng for the presidency, or are vy an
American who happens to be a Black man running for the
presidency? .

Jackson: Well, I'm both an American and a Black at onreand
the same time. I’m both of these...

After a lengthy reply from Jackson detailing the issues he has aldressed in

6
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his cendidac=v and asserting that they are fundamentally national issues that
should be of concern to any American citizen, Kalb is still searching Yor an

-F;
answer to tlme question that perplexes him.

Kalb: What I'm trying to get a% is something that addresses a
quest ion no-one seems able to grasp and that is, are your

o
prior ities deep inside yourself, tu the degree that anvone can
lpok nside himself, those of a Black man who happens to be an
Amerim—an, or the reverse?

[T
=

Jackseon: Well I was born Black in America, I was not born
Amerie=tan in Black! You’re asking a furmy kind of Catch-22
quest3on. My interests are national interests. (excerpted from
Meet ~The Press, February 13, 1984)

To understanc being black in America is in part to understand this Catch-22

political re==lity. In 1985, claiming to be Black was & political decision

with persona=l conseguencne., The Bifurcation of self was portrayed
graphically, if cynically;, ty the Oreo Cookie metaphor--black on the
outside-white= oaon the inside! The problem was made even more acute by

Eldridge Cleemver’s (1568) dictum, "You’re either part of the problem or part
of the selut=ion.! The politics af society are internalized as the politics
of self, B=rowing up Black in America is a political process which

psychological parameters of self-consciousness.

(1]

neceéssarily 1 nforms th

N
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Politics as Conflict and Com

-
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political dimensions of patterns of inequality in a country whose
basic Creed demands it has been the focus of several inquiries. Myrdal’s
(1944) analysis of the American Dilemma illustrates the problem with respect

plitics of Prejudice(1948) documents a

&
o]
[ ]W\

to Black Americans. Roger Daniels’

similar pattern regarding Japanese in California. Kate Millett’s Sexual

Politics (1970) catalogues the political dimensions of power and domination

that characterize this patriarchal society. R.D. Laing’s Politi cs of

Experience (1969) shows that when one is alienated from his or her own

experience, it often facilitates performance in this materialistic society
and hence is encouraged, taught and viewed as - ‘rmal. However, according to
Laing, behavior is a function of experience, so this destruction of
experience makes destructive behavior much easier to perform.

Persanal Politics might be br oadly viewed as the art of obtaining

desireable outcomes against competing alternatives and self-interests. The

presence of Black people in America is itself a political reality that has

f conflict for this Nation as Myrdal suggested.

[w]
U\

2eért a constant scurce

b

m

That presence is clearly tracked by the United States Constitution,
Presidential Executive Orders, Supreme Court Decisions, and Congressional
legislation where specific actions, laws and directives can be shown to be
responsive to Black and other political agitation. What is important for us

to recognize 1is that the political conflict that plays out @n a public,

organizational/structural level, has personal psychological parameters that,

8
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in my minds, oug ht rtg be a major concern of psychlogists interesting in
understanding h wuman psychological functioning. This continued political
role of Black An=e=ricans in this society has psycholunical ramifications for
Black life, Th=ese ramifications each imply psychiogical conflict. The
following are soe=me examples.

1. The fc=rce of racialism and racism makes the Black presence one of

itical conflict is (defined in terms of the

It

political momansx. The po
tontradictions ir—herent in manifest inequality juxtased with a creed of

freedom and natur—al rights.

2. Giver=x the facts of the ambiquity and ativalence suggested by
racialism, the a—+t of political behavior requires bliuks and whites alike,

to adopt strategsies for achieving the outcomes comidered to be in their
best interest., D=efining Black self-interest in a way that encompasses
national self-in-terest seems to be a necessary plitical strategy for

Blacks, but one— which, as Marvin Kalb illustrats, is not easy to

1M

accomplish.

3. The personal strategies for survival sften create a conflict

a, and

[a}

tetween that beha—vior regarded as appropriate in Minstream Ameri
that behavior judeged to be an expression of self and circumstance. Must one

thoose, as Kalb asparently wants; between being an Ameican and being Black?

Is it true that there is no Black culture beyond the parameters of lower
incomes rural or cghetto dwelling poverty? Once a Black pgerson becomes

plucated and middE e-class, is Blackness no lenger releant?

9
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“The dquestions raised above are not simply rhetorical but frame a

crucial dimension of Black experience. For van denBerghe (1947, Race
refers to a greup that is socially defined on the basis of physical

triterie==a(eg, skin color). Ethnicity, on the other hand, refers to agreup

that is socially defined on the basis of cultur

i

1 criteria(values, fhistory;

[

symbols and so0 on). Black Americans are by these criteria, both a riee and
an ethn¥=c group. To the extent that the political preblem is seen assimple
“'saffec—tion for skin color, then achieving a "color blind society' s the
dminist=ration argues, will not solve the problem. However, if w view

Blacks =as an ethnic group, then understanding the correlates and expressions

of Blacke= eulture is critical.

Me~ow let me say what all this means to me. Being black in Merica
neans to be identified with a peculiar history that attaches itslf to
conflict » denial and negativity. When I ventured forth into the world, it
was nOt =a neutral place in which those with the mest advanced and thos with
less sta~w=yed behindg- Rather, it was very clear very early that pawr and

tontrol r=-ested in white hands. Socialization was learning hows when and

where to exercise talent, opinions, desires and beliefs. Being aggressive
incerta®= n contexts was a political decision. Socialization demanded that
oe know when and where it was appropriate, if at all. The consequenes of

the same behavior are not always the same for blacks and whites. For
example, Henderson {1975) showed that while scores on the Edwards
Personali -ty Preference Schedule did not vary between black andwhite

policemarmes in a large northern city, scores for aggression, assertivenes end

10
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heterosexuality weré negatively comrrelated with per formance wiluatiorss for
black policemen, but uncorrelat=ed with evaluations for wite polic—emen.
Thus behaving in ways that might b e seen as efficacious and wmal, Mayer have
negative consequences tor Black m=en. If one surmises thiz tibe truese what
does he do? Whatever decision is made, the situation caljsfor poli= tical
compromise. Learning the cons==quences of behavior is iften an smmct of

pelitical socialization for Black «=hildren.

Let’s turn our attention now to lack personality.

As a frame of reference for what I mean by Persomilitys 1 «adopt
Gordon Allport’s 1937 working defiresition

PERSONALITY IS THE DYNAMIC ORGANIZATION WITHIN THE ININVIDUAL

OF THOSE PSYCHIPHYSICAL SY—STEMS TI;IQT DETERMINE HISINIGQUE

ADJUSTMENTS 710 HIS ENVIRONME “NT(p. 48).
Put another way, personality is tf hat creative adjustment tgmvironme==ntal
circumstances and assuch is a mode - of survival.

It is quite clear that the predom inant and recurring envirommtal reasmlity
for Black Americans is racial isezn, oppression, racism and dixriminat=—1ion,.
Black perscnality, then, is inevital=oly; but not exclusively, it compe=site
individual adaptation to racism.

DuBois acknowledged this +Fact in 1903 with his 3t of dou. _ble-

consciousness., Social scientists have addressed this igge of B lack
Personality over the years, al=ways from this adaptatio to rascism

perspective. However, what has dor=iinated *he thinking anNy reasoninog of

11
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been the belief that the personality that ad justs to

. @ neurotically driven defensive reaction to racicm.

This view has spawned the self-hate theories of black personality, and

failed to understand the complexity of personality that adjustment to racist
circumstances requires. This view is at best incomplete for several
reasons,

The first reason is that personality reactions to extreme hostile and
difficult circumstances are not always negation, defeat and doubt. Gail
Sheehy (1985) has elaborated the idea of the Triumphant Pérséﬁality in her
recent book. She documents those personal triumphs over adversity and
specifies several features that characterize such victorious persons. As it
applies to the Black Personality, racism presents not only a problem but an
opportunity to develop resilience, creative problem solving, discipline and
resolve.

of segregation, cultural

1]

The second reason is that becaus

tself, black people spend a vast majority of their

ot

differences and racism
time in contact with other black people. Thus, systems that confer szelf-
esteem and accomplishment, love and respect can do sc to & large degree
independent of whites and the specific problem of discrimination.

A third reason, is that many Black People prefer to be with people
who share their values, preferences and behavioral styles, Thus, whether

€ is not going to materially

)1

racial integration happens and to what degr

numbber of Black people.

affect the kind of life led by a larg

m

It might be useful to briefly touch upon the most thoroughly
elaborated self-hate theory of Black personality to l®arn of its

presumptions and concepts. Abram Kardiner and Lionel Ovesey published The

12
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HMark of Oppressign in 1951. They conducted psychoanalytic interviews with

25 Black urban men and women of wvarying ages and socio-economic
circumstances, They sumrarized their analysis of these case studies in the

following terms:

The Negro, in contrast to the white, is a more unhappy personi
he has a harder environment +to live in, and the internal
stress is greater.By "unhappy" we mean he e..joys lesss he
suffers mare, There is not one personality trait of the Negro
the sgurce of which cannet be traced to his difficult living
conditions. There are no exceptions to this rule, The final
result is a wretched internal life. (p. 81)

For Kardiner and Ovesey; the mark of oppression is low self-esteem

idealization of whites, frantic

Lal

tantamount to self-contempt which leads t

Im

unattainable, leads to self-

[N

attempts to be white; which because it i

hatred, hostility toward whites, introjection of white ideals and a

o

resultant projection of hatred to other Blacks. This is a vrather grim

isychological scenario. This unrelenting psychological sufferings; according

to Kardiner and Ovesey, is due simply to the recurring and continuing

problem of racism.

13
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A somewhat more versatile view was offered by Pettigrew(1964) when he
acknowledged that at least three different kinds of responses to racial
oppression could eccur. One could move foward the oppressor seeking

acceptance for his humanity and determined to be treated equally. One could

move against the oppressor as the so-called militancy of the Civil Rights

establishing independence and autonomy of values, custom and culture. Which
of these modes of response ogccur and in what combination might be viewed as
a2 pattern of personal adaptation to ¢ racialist world.

Perhaps one of the most clear expressions of the politics of black
personality is shown by the social science statement on race which informed
the Supreme COurt in its 1954 desegregation ruling. This statement was basad
in part on research of Kenneth and Mamie Clark (1947) which showed that
Black children rejected their Black or Negro identity as demonstrated by
their selection of a white doll in response to instructions to select the
doll that looks like you; is a nice dollj that you like to play with. This
finding dovetailed with the mark of oppression idea +to leave one with the
view that the inevitable and inexorable effect of racism on Black
Personality was negative and debilitating. The history of the survival of
Black Americans could hardly be as it is if this were the whole story.

Black psychologists have recently mounted a systematic effort to
alter this view of Black Personality. In general, this approach emphasizes
the African cultural centributions to the style and content of Black
adaptation to racism(i.e., Black Personality). This view *akes an Afro-

Centric approach and holds as essential, the urnderstanding of the political

14
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dimensions of Elagk:adaptatiaﬁi

Charles Thomas (196%9) coined the term Megromachy to describe the
nggative mental heaith state associated with self-hate and internalized
white standards proposed by Kardiner and Ovessy. William Crosz (1?75
extended Thomas’ notion in a stage-model of the Negro-to-Black conversion
experience. Cross’ model followed the development of Black persomality from
the negative aspects of Negromachy,; to a poesitive immersion in Blackness
that resulted in @ new self-definition based on positive, effective and
desireable identification with a Black collective.

=

ema j(1979) presented a three-phase model of extended identity

i

anchored at the 1lew end by what he calls "Alien® personality. This
personality finds blackness alien, intermalizes European standards, is
individualistic in orientation and rejects or denigrates his African
rigins. In a middle phase, the person is "Diffused” as he tries to balance
a positive view of blackness with a rec ognition that power resides in the
majority white culture. The +third phase is the "Collective” in which
commitment to the well-being of Blacks as a group is of paramount concern.

In general, Black personality theories of Black psychologists share
three main features:

1. Esch sees the negative consequences of reactions to racism in the
form of internalized white standards and rejection of black seli-images.

2. Each view projects a dynamic by which this negativity is

growth that involves rejection of the

\W

transformed into a positi
internalized white ideal,; and the dev velopment of an active engagement with
the collective Black group identity.

3. Each position posits an acceptance of the existence and value of

15
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African cultural erigins.

In comparing the self-hate portrayals of Kardiner and Ovesey with the
stage-developmental mcdels of Black Psychologists, we find that both
identify the pivotal role of racial discrimination and oppression in the
unfolding of Black personality. Both perspectives view these influences as
restrictive, negative and undesirable. However, the Black psycholegists see
a positive identity evolving from a political perspective in which one’s
personal role in the politics of group racial conflict offers the
opportunity of growing self-expression. The strong Black personality is the
one rooted in an affinity for the African legacy amd a commitment to

There is merit to both views. However; both fall shart of providing
a comprehensive account of the variable contexts of Black personality. The
old view sees self-hate as the only response to racism. This may have been
more apropos in its time, but it greatly overstated the case then, and is of
relatively little use to us now. The new view gives a better aceount of
positive developments in Black personality, but seems to limit it to group
identity. While this might be politically desireable, it is not required in
a healthy personality, and tends to ignore gé reject those Black persons
whose lives are not intimately tied to visible Black group identity. Neither
position seems to specify the potential positive consegquences of coping with
a hostile and subtly resistant environment + . the emergence of positive

personality structures. In my mind, this is where the most fruitful work

lies.
Not only do the major theoretical positions on Black personality fall
short, but the empirical literature is paltry indeed. A search of the

16
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computerized PASBAR Qétagbasé of published articles and dissertations for the
twenty year period from 1966-1985 retrieved 176 entries to the index terms,
Black and personality. While {here may well have been other studies
relevant to Black personality that focused on specific attributes such as

locus of control, achievement and so on, it is significant that we do not

o

have more empirical interest in the guestion of Black personality.

0Ff those entries retrieved, over half (N = 91) were dissertations,

o

]

and over 70% (N = 125) were published during the first half of the tim
peried, prior to 19764, Table | and Figure 1| of your handout illustrate

these trends. In addition, these published articles by and large are not

journal for black personality articles is Psychological Reports (n = 1Q)

followed by the Journal of Negro Education (n = 9). APA journals produced
nine articles or 10.6% of the total. The absence of published research on
Black personality in primary; referred journals, combined with a
preponderance of studies done as dissertations, suggests that the subject

does not enjoy major standing in the research enterprise of psychology, but

L
o
m
(11
im
m
]
3
2
[n]
or
m
e
n

subject of concern to young investigators beginning their

a presentation of what this state of affairs

17
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suggests about understanding Black personality.

Towards an Understanding of Black Persgnality

Division 8 of APA gives the H.A. Murray award each year for excellence in
research that deals with "the thematic unity of individual lives in the
midst of phenotypic diversity.” I am here arguing that the meaning of Black
personality dearives from the thematic unity of Black consciousness in a
racist society,

While there is phenotypic diversity in the lives of black Americans, the
goal of a theory of Black personality is to understand how racism provides a
thematic unity that brings Black Americans into a common orbit. However,
the unity of reactions to racism is not equivalent to sameness. Thus I am
arguing that reactions to racism form a common bend or unity ameng Black

Americans, put the behavioral and even psychological manifestations of those

reactions will vary from person to persan.

Shweder and Bourne (1984) have shown that members of individualistic

societies prefer trait labels, whereas members of socigcentric societies

prefer context-qualified descriptions. Black personality emerges as a
context-qualified expression of mades of ad justment to a complex

circumstance.

Boykin (1985) captures this complexity in his notion of the Triple
BGuandary. 1In his model; Black Americans live as Americans and pursue
mainstream goals and participate in mainstream 1life. They also are
associated with minerity status and thus join other groups who face
political, social and economic disadvantage. Finally.: they live out a Black

cultural legacy that imcludes an African ethos as well as that peculiai

18
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history of slavery; oppression and centuries of coping with them. HMarvin
Kalb tried to pin Jesse Jackson +to the mutual exclusivity of Black and
Mainstream American life. Jackseon rejected this dichotomy, and further,

seized the middle ground in establishing his Rainbow Coalition,; a comson

minarity fate,
There are a number of questions and perspectives one can bring to
understanding the dynamic af Black psychological life in the United States.

Elack

[»

Following are some ways we could view the intersection of racism an

personality.

1. The thematic unity of Black Personality exists both in the cumulative
reactions to racism and in the ways in which an African cultural legacy
influences the unfolding of Black Culture.

2. If Black Personality reflects cumulative adaptation to racial
diserimination, then changes in Black Jersonality should reflect changes in
society. We often talk about neo=-racism, Symbolic Racism, Aversive Racism
and other new forms of systematic and subtle discrimination [references].
What new coping strategiss do they require, what changes in Blaek
Personality must transpire to meet this challenge?

3. It is often argued that adapting to negative environments lead to the
establishment of disadvantageous personality traits, those viewed as

undesirable in Mainstream America. This Catch-22 situation, sees society

]

creating ghetto conditiens leading to adaptations which are then judged t
reflect personal and collective deficiencies because they do rno conform to
mainstream expectations. In these instances; there is 4 tendency to

attribute inferior psychological functiening to persons who have low social
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standing. It is not necessarily the case that the two are correlated, and

failure te recognize that fact often means that evidence of psycholegical

4. Any theory of Black Personality must account for

a) the diversity of adaptations to the fundame-tal realities aof
racialism in this society;

b) the fact that coping with the subtle and sometinmes blatant torms
that racism takes will often lead to strength of character and creativity in
its expression.

5. Because the wunity of being Black and American has been politically
disconnected; Black Personality is often expressed as a bifurcation of self.
This bifurcation may present psychic conflict when it produces approach-

oidance tensions at a single instant, or it may be a source of adaptation

av
when one selectively calls upon the self that is most suited to handle a
given situation When we take a nomothetic approach, as personality
theorists have so long favored; the psychic tensi is the preferred account
of this bifurcation and the result is a mark of oppression analysis. if,

however, we take an idiegraphic view, one based on the variance of

expression across situations, then the bifurcation works as expanded

possibilities for coping.

This confliet is most crucially revealed when behaviars that are
expressive-of=-self are often detached from behaviors that are instrumental-
for-self. The decision processes that guide acts of expression and

al to Black

‘I‘I

instrumentality are among the mest solitically cr
psychological functioning.

Noew what has bpeen lacking in conceptions of Black personality 1s a

20
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consideration of thé dynamic organization, motivation and self-regulating
features of that personality. That is, what are the determinants af how
Black Personality is prganized and expressed? The Kardiner and Ovesey view
simply states that without exception, racism leads to a low self-esteem

which is manifested in self-~hate, internalization of white wvalues, and

=nce

W

ultimately apathy, hedonism, criminality. Black theorists see the emer

of three basic personality structures,; one that is negatively conditioned as

marginally in two worlds as

um

suggested by Kardiner and Ovesey; one that i
implied by DuBois and given popularity by E. Franklin Frazier: or one that
is emersed in a black group context. Each of these views, te my mind,
presents a linear possibility that fails to account for the multidimensional
complexities of Black life in America.

For the sake of diseussion,; and in keeping with the politics metaphor,

let’s consider the dynamic forces in black personality as political

€ psychic structures. I envision four such

I

platforms that give meaning to t
platforms within which, variations will determine the personality structure
and its behavieral manifestation.

1. Individual versus Group Identity. In essence,; one can escape the

limitations of a megative group identification by espousing individuality.
Both the mark of oppression and Black liberation models assume the pre-
imminence of group identification, the former as negative and the latter as
positive. However, I simply assert that Black people vary in the degree to
which and the circumstances under which group identity is espoused. The

ing’ society is an argument for individual

fa—

argument on behalf of a ‘colorb
identification., To understand one of the fundamental dynramics of Black

personality is to understand how a given person handles the individual
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versus group identity decision.

2. Trust versus Mistrust. Following the Eriksonian (19465) emphasis on

trust as the correrstone of personality development, it is clearly a crucial
aspect of Black perscnality. Given a hostile envirorment in which majority
culture has systematically earned mistrust, one must nevertheless devzlop
strategies to work with the system. The behavioral style and psychic

motivation for that interaction will certainly be different if it follows

from a basic trust in the system (or at least s belief in its
fairness);s; or mistrust.

3. Personal Accountability versus Contextusl Blame. This platform is a

variant of the locus of control concept. However, unlike the locus idea

which seeks to locate causal effects on personal outcomes, sccountability

ers to the acceptance of responsibility for personal outcomes reg:

1
m
=

the locus of causation. By choosing to be accountable, one is

acknowledging the determinacy of intention. Clearly we see this distinction
when for example, an account of a Black teenage mother shows her overcoeming
the difficulty of teemage poverty and motherhood to complete high school,
care for her ehild, and build a career for herself. She accepted personal
accountability, even though it might have been easy to blame her context for
misfortune,

4, Minority versus Majority. Thig final platform is a matter of

perspective. MWilliam McGuire (1982) and his olleagues have shown that

’s spontaneous self-concept inmcludes gender and ethnicity to the degree

I'n)

n

(113

that one is in the minority in a family or peer situation. According to
this thens the person whe is in a racially mixed environment s more likely

to find his or her racial characteristics more salient. This may well
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account for some of the negative findings of the effects of bussing.
Bussing makes race more salient while at the same time, continues the

domination of white cultural standards.

These four dynamics of personality organization impart structure and guide
behavior among Black Americarms. Because of the bifurcation 6 self. it is
possible to move across the spectrum of these platforms mixing and combining
perspectives,; preferences and styles as the situation demands. Indeed this

is one of the major strengths of the reactions to racism——multi=

dimensionality and biculturality. By considering this dynamic, one may now
find a way to include the wide diversity of Black experiences of racism, and

s to it, within a comprehensive theory of

i
]

the variatien in Black response

[0

The research agenda must direct itself at how these dynamics are
socialized, chosens; experienced and expressed. As we saw, the empirical

work in Black perseonality has not been vital. To tackle the implications af
the above formulation would make a vital research endeavor. To understand
haw Black Americans have survived the hostilities of racism and
discrimination with psychic strength is an important goal of psychology. In
the process of understanding this profound dynamic of Black Americans, we

may well hold up a mirror to the Soul of this society.
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